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This paper describes the process of developing the website ‘UShareX: An Online 
Application Helper for Information Science Program’. The website will serve as a new 
platform for our non-profit organization UShareX, which helps Chinese students apply 
for information science program in US. Process topics includes the project background, 
system and software decisions, content, functionality and layout, and future updates. 
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Traditional Chinese culture attached great importance to education as a means of 
enhancing a person’s worth and career. When it comes to recruitment, this emphasis on 
education is translated into a requirement for academic qualifications, prompting more 
and more Chinese students to go to a graduate school. Because of the peculiarities of 
China's graduate exams, in which students can only choose one program and have to wait 
for the next year's exam if they fail, more and more Chinese students choose a safer path, 
which is to study abroad. 
 
The United States has always been the top destination for Chinese students to study 
abroad. In the academic year 2019–2020, there were 372,532 Chinese students enrolled at 
US universities, accounting for 35 percent of the total number of international students in 
the United States (Duffin, 2020).  
 
The popularity of studying in the U.S. has also brought about some problems. Some 
Chinese students, who are not familiar with graduate application due to differences in 
culture, language, and education system, will commission a type of agencies to handle 
their applications on their behalf. While these agencies charge high fees, they often fail to 
manage the application due to their lack of knowledge of the majors, making students 
spend money and time while not getting satisfactory results. 
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Initial Narrative 
Rewind back to the spring of 2019, when I got the admission of UNC MSIS program and 
was waiting to study abroad next fall, I and my friend who also applied to information 
science (IS) program realized that if we could bridge the gap between Chinese students 
and US graduate schools and make the application process more transparent, we might be 
able to change this phenomenon. We then started an organization called UShareX, and 
gradually opened our accounts on WeChat (the equivalent of Facebook in China), Zhihu 
(the equivalent of Quora) and Weibo (the equivalent of Twitter) to share information 
about the IS program, including application summaries, program descriptions and some 
application tips.  
 
By January 2021, we had 2,600 followers on WeChat, the total number of readers on 
Zhihu reached about 110,000. As the number of Chinese applicants to the IS program is 
around 1200 per year, our organization has covered most of them according to the data 
above. When we found that we have so many followers that we no longer need these 
platforms to attract new followers, the drawbacks become more and more obvious, such 
as WeChat not allowing users to comment after articles, Weibo not being suitable for 
long articles, Zhihu not having a personal page, etc.  
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When Dr. Sturm and I discussed my graduate project in January 2021, he suggested that I 
develop a website for UShareX (https://usharex.godaddysites.com/). The aim of this 
website is to break the technical limitations that currently exist on the above platforms. 
This website should include 1) a Springboard from our existing accounts 2) major 
headings of applicable information 3) relevant resources about applying to IS programs.  
 
Literature review 
Although I have developed several websites as a software engineer, I have never worked 
as a website designer. So, I use “Creating Flat Design Websites” as my guideline for my 
website design journey. I decided to use a Content Management System (CMS) as the 
website develop tool, and research from Patel, Rathod, and Prajapati provides analysis 
about performance of several CRMs, while Han gives insights from the perspective of a 
librarian about them. 
 
To help more Chinese students, I should not only provide more resources in the website, 
but also improve the effectiveness of website. Computer factors (e.g., dropdown menus, 
buttons, radio and check boxes, etc.) and human factors (background color, visual 
images, information density, etc) are two elements that are positive related to perceptions 
of usefulness, and informativeness (Hausman and Siekpe,2009). As a content-based 
website, coherence, complexity, and legibility are three main factors (Rosen and 
 5 
Purinton, 2004). A mobile-friendly user interfaces is another important issue when 
developing the website, and Hartmut and Viswanath provides a guideline to improve 
mobile usability.   
System and Software Decisions 
At first when I thought of developing a website, my idea was to find a free server and get 
everything done by coding. However, after careful consideration, I found this idea had 
three drawbacks: 
 
1. The focus of my project will be on the content and functionality of the website, 
not on the technical details. Developing a website by programming means I have 
to spend a lot of time on implementing various features, such as photo walls, 
navigation bars, blog pages, etc. 
2. Some features need to be implemented through third party software, such as 
Google Analytics and YouTube. The fragmentation of functions will greatly 
increase the cost of maintenance. 
3. Although the development of the website itself is free, I still need to spend extra 
money on some features. For example, I need to buy a domain name for my 
website. If the number of visitors exceeds the capacity of the free server (about 
1Mb/s), I also need to upgrade my server. 
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Then I found out that I could build my own website on Shopify. The process of setting up 
a website is very easy, with no programming required, Shopify offers a variety of 
templates, free domain names, traffic analysis and the webpage design is mobile-friendly. 
The only drawback is the expense. The cheapest plan costs $29/month, and since we 
don't profit from UShareX, we are reluctant to pay for the website. 
 
After that I talked with Xinyu about my graduation project. Xinyu and I founded 
UShareX together and she is currently the operator of our Weibo account. Xinyu is now 
working at GoDaddy. She recommended GoDaddy’s new product to me, the GoDaddy 
Website Builder (GWB), which has similar features to Shopify. Besides, it is free if I just 




First, we need to know how the knowledge gap between Chinese students and US 
graduate school arises in order to provide helpful content. In our past experience, there 
are a few factors: 
 
1. The education system. US students are familiar with the application process 
because they have gone through them when applying to high school and college. 
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The situation in China is totally different. Chinese students do not need to prepare 
any material when applying to universities. Their Gao Kao (an exam similar to 
SAT) results will completely determine the admission. So, they only have to study 
hard and get good grades. When it comes to graduate application, they have no 
similar experience for reference. 
2. Information Fragmentation. A lot of admissions information is posted on 
Gradcafe in the form of admissions results, which are fragmented and make it 
difficult to infer program difficulty and preferences. 
3. The language. Although most Chinese students have English basis, they are not 
proficient in using English for information searching. For example, they may 
know Q&A is short for questions and answers, but many of them don’t know 
FAQ has the same meaning. 
4. Culture. Chinese culture demands people to be Diligent, pragmatic and modest. 
Some characteristics that you need to show in your statement of purpose, such as 
leadership and ambition, are not encouraged in Chinese culture. 
5. Common sense about US. Many applicants have never been to US, let alone know 
much about it. Many know that Silicon Valley, Seattle and New York are three 
centers for high technology, but few know that Austin, Boston and RTP also have 
many tech companies. 
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According to these factors, I would create a complete list of IS programs, including 
program description, difficulty, curriculum, tuition, language requirements, and location. 
The programs are categorized into 4 tiers according to admission difficulty. I scraped the 
data from 1point3acres, where Chinese students share their application results. The 
ranking was calculated based on these data. The process is not difficult. Basically, if 
someone was rejected by program A but admitted by B, then A is more difficult than B. 
 
I would also provide reviews from various students about their own admissions, like how 
they prepared their application materials, what are of vital importance and what they 
didn’t do well enough in their views. I could find most of the content required from the 
articles and columns of UShareX. We also opened our Weibo account and kept posting a 
tip on applying a IS master in US every day, and I’d like to sync these tips onto the 
website. Since this website is in English, I would also provide our Zhihu and Weibo links 
which are written in Chinese. 
 
In addition to the content from UShareX, the website needs to accommodate other 
relevant resources. These resources include links to the official website of IS programs, a 
searchable Database of ALA accredited programs maintained by ALA, some forums 
about US graduate application such as Gradcafe and 1point3acres (a Chinese forum about 
US graduate application). I would also integrate information about web events for every 
IS program.  
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Last, I would add a search tool in which students can enter their GPA, GRE, 
TOEFL/IELTS scores and relative experience and retrieve a set of programs that might 
accept them based on that information. This will help students develop their program list 
and decide which to apply. 
 
Another matter I thought about while developing the site was whether the language of the 
site should be Chinese or English. The reasons I finally decided to do the English version 
are as follows: 
 
1. The three media of UShareX, Zhihu, WeChat, and Weibo, are all in Chinese. We 
need an English platform to make up for our shortcomings. 
2. Most of the referenced resources are in English. From the usability point of view, 
visitors should expect the website to be in the same language as the resources 
3. Using the local language of the IS program would familiarize students more with 
searching in English, which is a must for them when applying to a master 
program. 
4. Visitors who are not familiar with English, such as parents of Chinese students, 
can use the Google Translate plugin to browse the site with no difficulties. 
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Functionality and Layout 
The function of my UShareX website is simple: to provide with the information from 
UShareX and resources from relative organizations. My idea was first to determine what 
kind of information we should provide (which has been done in the previous section), and 
then set up different functional modules according to different types of information. 
 
1. Information from UShareX: This includes a complete list of IS programs, reviews 
from various students about their admissions, tips on applying a IS master, and 
more.  
a) I planned to put the list of IS program in a separate page. Programs will be 
categorized into 4 tiers, according to the difficulty of the application. Each 
item in the list contains the name of the program, school, and links to our 
description of program and official website. I could use the template of “price 
list” to make this list. This list is a main part of our content and I would place 
the link in the header section right after the headline. 
b) The articles from UShareX, includes the reviews and description, will be 
present in the form of blogs in the website. There will be two sections in the 
homepage linking to different types of articles. The “blog” template will 
show the long article while the “photo gallery” template is suitable for latest 
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news of IS programs and application. These two sections would be placed 
right below the header, with blog at the top and photo wall at the bottom 
c) I would use the template of price list in a separate page to display the tips. It 
will be similar to the program list. There would also be a button on the 
navigation bar. 
d) I would put buttons on the navigation bar which links to UShareX account of 
Zhihu and Weibo. 
 
2. Other relevant resources: The official website, the ALA Database, the forum and 
web events. 
a) Links to the official websites of IS program are placed in the program list and 
descriptions of programs which are in the blogs. 
b) I would set a section below the photo gallery to talk about the ALA Database 
and forums. With some brief description student can get a general idea about 
these resources. The “about” template is applicable in this case. It will be put 
below the photo gallery. 
c) I would use a “calendar” template to remind students about the web event as 
well as their time. Since there are only 12 programs, manual renew the event 





First, I want to complete the recommendation algorithm for the search tool. My initial 
idea was to build a regression model to predict the competitive strength of applicants by 
setting undergraduate school, GPA, GRE, TOEFL/IELTS scores and experience as 
dependent variables. I crawled the admissions results of 1point3acres and Gradcafe and 
used them as training data. The final results were not positive. The language requirements 
differed from program to program, and the regression model could not capture this 
difference. In addition, parameters such as undergraduate school and experience are 
difficult to quantify. 
 
I also considered implementing recommendation algorithms through machine learning 
methods. However, the amount of data is not enough for training, and the transparency of 
the algorithm cannot be guaranteed. 
 
After discussed with my friend Xinyu, I realized that we could make the recommendation 
algorithm simpler. We tried to think about the process of reviewing materials from the 
perspective of the commission officer, who certainly can't perform regression algorithms 
or machine learning in their brains. Our new algorithm uses GPA as the basis for 
prediction and makes changes to GPA based on the level of other factors. Due to the 
small number of IS programs, we can design different algorithms for each program so 
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that the impact of different levels of factors on GPA will vary based on the preferences of 
programs. 
 
It is hard to setup the search tool on the website because GoDaddy Website Builder has 
very limit extensibility. The “HTML” template allows developer to embed custom code 
on the page, but its function is very limit and cannot support my search tool which runs 
on JavaScript. Besides, the code of GoDaddy Website Builder is not visible, so embedded 
search tools cannot use the code to achieve same mobile-friendly visualization, which 
will make it very ugly on mobile phone. 
 
Therefore, I planned to develop the search tool on a separate server. I used Opal, the 
UNC SILS free web server. I embedded the data of 12 programs in JavaScript code 
because Opal does not allow students to install databases and the volume of data is 
relatively small. Finally, I added a description and link to this search tool in the section 
that mentions ALA DB and the forum. 
 
More Narrative 
I decided on the development tools and content for the website in early February 2021. In 
February, I designed the layout of the homepage and built most of the framework of the 
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site. I focused mainly on the project recommendation algorithm in March and translated 
most of UShareX's articles into English. I finished writing the project report in April. 
 
Using website builder to develop a website was a very different experience. Since I don't 
need to think about the programmatic implementation of the website itself, I can focus 
more on the content and visual effects of the website. One thing I think I'm not quite 
comfortable with is that GoDaddy Website Builder, as a new product, is significantly less 
powerful than Shopify in terms of number of templates and features, and far less 
extensible than a content management system (CMS) like WordPress or Joomla. 
Sometimes I felt that instead of deciding on the presentation and finding a template based 




GoDaddy Website Builder was launched in 2018 and is still a growing product. As such, 
I have high expectations for the future expansion of the site. If GWB can add JS support 
in the future, allowing customization of the backend code for each section, I would be 
happy to put the program search tool into the website. 
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GWB's own blog features are relatively simple, with no categorization of articles or 
search engine. I think these are features they may improve in the future. If they don't have 
plans for improvement in the future, I can use Google Search to implement this feature by 
myself if they add support for JS code. 
 
One of the advantages of GWB is that as a commercial tool, it provides advanced traffic 
analysis services. While we have no plans to commercialize UShareX, this service allows 
us to analyze visitor preferences for information and change our content. And this maybe 
an update not for the website, but for the operation of UShareX. 
 
Support 
We will continue to maintain the site in the future and use it as one of UShareX's 
platforms. Given that the current maintainers are about to graduate, we are considering 
handing over UShareX to a younger student to run. If we find a suitable administrator, I 




In the past few years, CMS has gradually become a common tool for personal bloggers. 
Since many individual bloggers have technical background or relatively high education, it 
is not hard for them to learn to develop their own personal websites using CMS. Other 
bloggers are more dependent on third-party blogging sites or outsourcing companies. I 
feel that tools like GWB allow for the development of websites at minimal cost, offering 
more possibilities for individuals and non-profit organizations. 
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